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How to Keep Your Job 
in Tough Times
By Max Messmer
It is natural to shift attitudes, expectations and goals to 
match changing economic conditions. When times are good, 
you might tend to concentrate on the future, planning how you 
can most quickly advance your career opportunities. In our 
current environment, it may be prudent to focus on the very 
real issue of how to keep your job right now.
As an accounting professional, you have industry factors 
working both for and against you. On the positive side, you are 
in a profession that is integral to business practice, which puts 
you in a position far superior to people whose expertise lies in 
providing discretionary service. On the negative side, the belt­
tightening of American business continues to put great 
pressure on both corporate and public accounting functions to 
do more with less.
While no job is ever guaranteed in any profession, you 
should not allow your attitude to shift to one of fear. You 
cannot do your best work under those conditions. But it does 
make good sense to take a hard look at your surroundings and 
assess how you can make yourself a valuable player that only 
under the most extreme of conditions could your employer let 
you go.
The behavior which helps you keep your job during tight 
times is not all that different from the conduct which helps you 
move ahead steadily and quickly during good times. In fact, 
the added value that solidifies your position during a 
recessionary period can accelerate your career path when the 
economy moves back into a growth mode.
Act Like You Own the Company
The people who manage your company may or may not own 
it, but they are charged with acting like they do. It is their 
responsibility to maneuver it successfully through down times 
as they work toward a long-term goal of greater prosperity.
Any kind of major challenge to the well-being of an organiza­
tion tends to quickly separate those who are concerned most 
about the business from those who are mainly concerned 
about themselves.
Indicate your willingness to do everything you can to help 
the company deal with the pressures it is facing, and tell your 
boss that you would like to gain a fuller understanding of 
problem areas — that are appropriate to your position — so 
that you can help create the solutions. This kind of attitude will 
undoubtedly be greatly appreciated.
While management may not be in a position to share certain 
confidential information, they should be able to give you 
greater insight regarding general areas of concern. Remember 
that along with your initiative comes the responsibility of 
following through. Take good notes and commit yourself to 
returning with a plan of action for areas where you can 
contribute.
Simultaneously, step back and take a fresh look at all the 
procedures around you with an eye to how certain tasks could 
be accomplished more productively. Think of yourself as an 
outside efficiency consultant, unfettered by any ties to “that’s 
how we’ve always done things.” Because you are much closer 
to the day-to-day activities of your job, you should have a better 
view of areas of improvement than management does.
Write down your assessment of current problems that might 
be corrected, as well as areas where things which are working 
“ok” could work even better with a few adjustments. Share this 
assessment with your boss and offer to spearhead any actions 
that result.
Assume the Role of Morale Booster
This is a good time to read the Rudyard Kipling poem which 
begins,
“If you can keep your head while all about you
Are losing theirs and blaming it on you
When people become concerned about the financial 
situation of their company, a mild state of paranoia can settle 
in. This condition is amplified if layoffs have already occurred. 
Management will undoubtedly be trying its best to keep 
employees motivated while, at the same time, working to be 
honest and realistic about what might lie ahead.
Your open display of dedication and optimism — by support­
ing management’s message — can help rally your peers. Seek 
out conversations with people how seem to be less cheerful, 
attentive and focussed than usual, to provide a sympathetic ear 
to how they are feeling and give them a pep talk. Concurrently, 
seek out those who are optimistic despite the difficult 
economy and enlist their participation in helping others to 
regain confidence.
These efforts can have three important results. First, your 
ability to increase overall employee motivation will have a 
positive effect on company performance, reducing exposure to 
layoffs. Secondly, this attitude will not go unnoticed by 
management. And thirdly, with other factors being equal, 
those people who are perceived as cheerful, friendly and well- 
liked team players are usually retained over those who are not.
While we all prefer good economic times, there is no 
question that adversity can bring out the best in people. If you 
view this period as a time to discover and develop the best in 
yourself, you will soon find your previous concerns trans­
formed into a high level of confidence in both your present and 
your future career.
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